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INSIGHTS
King Benjamin’s Speech,” in John W.
Welch and Melvin J. Thorne, eds.,
Pressing Forward with the Book of
Mormon (Provo, UT: FARMS, 1999),
110–26; and John A. Tvedtnes, “King
Mosiah and the Judgeship,” Insights,
November 2000.

2. Ibid., 6–10.
3. Bushman gives as examples Nephi₁
(2 Nephi 5:18; 6:2), Mosiah₁ (Omni
1:12, 19), Zeniff (Mosiah 7:9; cf.
19:26), and Alma₁ (Mosiah 23:6).
4. Bushman, “American Revolution,”
10–14. For earlier studies of the institution of Nephite judgeship, see John
W. Welch, “Democratizing Forces in

|

6. Andrew F. Ehat and Lyndon W.
Cook, eds., The Words of Joseph
Smith: The Contemporary Accounts
of the Nauvoo Discourses of the
Prophet Joseph Smith (Provo, UT:
BYU Religious Studies Center,
1980), 229; punctuation normalized.

5. Bushman, “American Revolution,”
14–17.

Lectures on Christianity in the
Middle East
In March the Institute cosponsored a lecture series at Brigham Young University titled
“Christianity in the Middle East.” The series
provided a historical overview of the eastward
spread of Christianity into the pagan Near East,
a subject largely neglected in religious and sociocultural studies. Over many centuries, Christian
groups maintained a presence in the region,
leaving behind a notable literary, monumental,
and artistic legacy that is increasingly being
recognized as an important part of the world’s
cultural heritage.
Early Syriac Christianity
Dr. Lucas Van Rompay, professor of Eastern
Christianity and director of Duke University’s
Center for Late Ancient Studies, kicked oﬀ the
series on 10 March with a lecture titled “Early
Syriac Christianity.” Focusing on the pre-Islamic
period (200–600 ad), when Syriac Christianity
absorbed aspects of Greek culture, Van Rompay
showed slides of mosaics and wall paintings that
blend Syriac and Greek elements, such as script
in both languages. Notably, one wall painting
features Abgar Ukkama and the Roman emperor
Constantine, supposedly the ﬁrst two rulers to
convert to Christianity. Tradition holds that
King Abgar of Edessa, a Mesopotamian city that
became a center of Christianity in the fourth century ad, exchanged letters with Jesus, resulting in
the conversion of Abgar and his entire city. This
tradition, along with Greek language and philosophy, was the primary shaping inﬂuence of Syriac
Christianity, Van Rompay said.

Christianity under Islam
On 17 March, Dr. Sidney H. Griﬃth, professor of Semitic languages at The Catholic University
of America, spoke on the topic “Christianity under
Islam in the Pre-Modern World.” Griﬃth is a specialist in Syriac and Arabic Christianity, and he chairs
the advisory board for BYU’s Eastern Christian Texts
series. He began by noting that the Qur<an, which
presumes familiarity with the Old Testament and
related lore, oﬀers a critique of Christianity, referring
to Christians vaguely as “people of the book” and
viewing Jesus Christ as one of God’s messengers but
not as his Son. He then spoke of the challenges that
Christianity posed to Islam in the pre-Modern period
(from the time of Mohammed to the Crusades). For
example, after the Abassid revolt in ad 750, Christians in the Middle East gradually became enculturated into the Islamic community. Muslim scholars took
notice of the three primary Eastern Christian groups
(Melchites, Jacobites, Nestorians) and set about trying
to refute their beliefs.
After describing the culture of Arabic-speaking
Christians and the development of Christian theology at the hands of Christian-Arab theologians,
Griﬃth focused on the plight of Christians living
under Islamic rule: deprivation, subservience, and
requirements to pay a tax for protection, to wear
distinctive clothing, and to refrain from expressing
their faith publicly and seeking converts among
Muslims. Their lives of hardship led them to see
the Islamic conquest in terms of “the apocalyptic
mode” of the book of Daniel, he said—as evidence
of God’s punishment of Christians who must await
their deliverance. Griﬃth characterized Christian
inﬂuence in the pre-Modern Islamic world as one
of “diminution” until the irruption of Christian
missionaries during the Crusades.
continued on page 5
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in the genealogy at the beginning of the book of
Ether, but then repeating those 30 in exactly the
opposite order, in the process of telling the history
of the Jaredites in the body of that book!
In the February 2004 issue of the Ensign, President Gordon B. Hinckley said of the Book of Mormon: “The evidence for its truth, for its validity in a
world that is prone to demand evidence, lies not in
archaeology or anthropology, though these may be
helpful to some. It lies not in word research or historical analysis, though these may be conﬁrmatory.
. . . Reasonable people may sincerely question its
origin; but those who have read it prayerfully have
come to know by a power beyond their natural

senses that it is true” (“Four Cornerstones of Faith,”
6; emphasis added). As it has always been, the purpose of FARMS in its next 25 years is not to take
the place of spiritual testimony, but to create a helpful, conﬁrmatory atmosphere in which the spirit of
truth may breathe.
Where will the Lord take this work in the
next 25 years? We can no more answer that question today than we could have predicted in 1979
the extraordinary experience of FARMS in its
ﬁrst quarter century. But if the next 25 years are
anything close to the ﬁrst, it promises to be an
extremely interesting, valuable, and gratifying time.
I am eager to see what the future will bring. !

FARMS Celebrates 25 Years of Research
To celebrate our 25th anniversary, FARMS is holding a banquet on 22 October 2004 at Thanksgiving
Point, Lehi, Utah. The evening will start with a reception at 6:15 p.m., followed by dinner at 7:00 p.m.
Tickets are $50 per person. Call us at 1-800-327-6715 for reservations and further details.

Lectures

cont. from page 3

History of Eastern Christianity
The ﬁnal lecture in the series, on 31 March, was
by Bishop Mar Bawai Soro of the Assyrian Church of
the East. Six years ago, Bishop Soro was instrumental
in helping to open a dialogue between CPART (part
of the Institute) personnel and ecclesiastical authorities overseeing the archives of the Vatican Apostolic
Library in Rome. This led to an agreement between
Brigham Young University and the Vatican authorizing CPART to digitize 28 ancient Syriac documents
from the library’s excellent collections.
Bishop Soro began his lecture by acknowledging the strength of his ties with BYU and CPART
and then gave a brief history of Eastern Christianity from its origins in the Judeo-Christian
tradition as developed in Mesopotamia. Syriac
Christianity stemmed from Jerusalem after the
destruction of the temple in ad 70, he said. In
Syriac Christianity one can ﬁnd a cultural, spiri-

tual, linguistic snapshot of the same society that
Jesus and his apostles experienced. In the third
and fourth centuries, Artistotelian logic, philosophy, and ethics began to be translated into Syriac
in Syria and northern Mesopotamia by the Syriac
Christians. After the rise and establishment of
Islam, a number of the caliphs became interested
in Greek philosophy and absorbed vast quantities
of Greek learning into Arabic, often by Christian
translators. Later in the Middle Ages, Greek philosophy, augmented by Arabic learning, was introduced to the West in translations from Arabic to
Latin, leading to the European Enlightenment.
He concluded by noting two events that
are bringing the scattered Christians of Syriac
persuasions together. First is a 30-year-old initiative of the Archdiocese of Vienna called Pro
Oriente—a dialogue between the Western and
Eastern Churches. The second is the BYU initiative with the Vatican library, making ancient
Syriac Christian manuscripts available for study
by scholars all over the world. !

